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ALASI 2015: Australian Learning Analytics Summer Institute  
The application of learning analytics to improve learning:  
Questions from the academy 
Keynote by Dr Lyn Alderman 
ABSTRACT 
Since 2007, close collaboration between the Learning and Teaching Unit’s Academic Quality 
and Standards team and the Department of Reporting and Analysis’ Business Objects team resulted 
in a generational approach to reporting where QUT established a place of trust. This place of trust is 
where data owners are confident in date storage, data integrity, reported and shared. While the role 
of the Department of Reporting and Analysis focused on the data warehouse, data security and 
publication of reports, the Academic Quality and Standards team focused on the application of 
learning analytics to solve academic research questions and improve student learning. Addressing 
questions such as: 
• Are all students who leave course ABC academically challenged? 
• Do the students who leave course XYZ stay within the faculty, university or leave? 
• When students withdraw from a unit do they stay enrolled on full or part load or leave? 
• If students enter through a particular pathway, what is their experience in comparison to 
other pathways? 
• With five years historic reporting, can a two-year predictive forecast provide any insight? 
In answering these questions, the Academic Quality and Standards team then developed 
prototype data visualisation through curriculum conversations with academic staff. Where these 
enquiries were applicable more broadly this information would be brought into the standardised 
reporting for the benefit of the whole institution. At QUT an annual report to the executive 
committees allows all stakeholders to record the performance and outcomes of all courses in a 
snapshot in time or use this live report at any point during the year. This approach to learning 
analytics was awarded the Awarded 2014 ATEM/Campus Review Best Practice Awards in Tertiary 
Education Management for The Unipromo Award for Excellence in Information Technology 
Management. 
Dr Lyn Alderman Associate Director, Academic Quality and Standards, 
Chancellery, QUT.  
With over 20 years’ experience in higher education and 10 years focused on 
evaluation and learning analytics, Dr Lyn Alderman has a wealth of 
understanding in institution-wide evaluation frameworks, evaluation of 
teaching, learning analytics and performance models, and how to engage in 
broad and rich stakeholder engagement to inform curriculum decision-making. As the sole 
investigator of an illuminative evaluation into Australian Government policy borrowing and 
implementation, lead investigator to research Post Occupancy Evaluation (POEs) of education 
facilities, external evaluator to examine the quality assurance framework of an international 
university and consultant to reconceptualise the student evaluation framework for a national 
university, Lyn is judiciously situated to present and disseminate her research and experience in 
higher education and evaluation. Lyn is the President of the Australasian Evaluation Society (2014 - 
current) and an Editor of the Evaluation Journal of Australasia (2012 - current).  
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The application of learning analytics to improve learning:  
Questions from the academy 
Welcome everyone. Because this presentation is questions from the academy, I welcome all 
questions during the presentation. It can be disrupted, this is okay by me. I think one of the first 
things I need to say is that there is a terminology difference. At QUT a course for us is a Bachelor of 
Business (Accountancy) and a unit for us is Accounting 101. So just in case I trip you up with my 
terminology and the other thing is I am going to give a very frank and honest presentation. Please try 
not to use the data that I hand out or the data that I use in any way that will bring my university into 
disrepute because I find if I give out false data it is not very useful so it is actual, all real data that I 
will be using. So apart from that, whatever you want to know, we are happy to share. 
So my journey started in this area and I think it is a bit interesting at QUT, back in 2007 there 
was an opportunity for an educator to step in and manage evaluations and online surveys. So QUT 
went into online surveys in 2007 and I stepped in to take over the management of the actual 
embedding and the widespread implementation of how to use the data. So my background is one of 
education. I have an adult education degree from UTS, and my masters and PhD are in curriculum 
and higher education in evaluation. So I come in from a particular pathway which is quite different 
from the way in which it has been developed in other institutions. So I have always been in the 
learning and teaching unit, it changed to the office of teaching quality and then changed to the 
learning and teaching unit now. The names have changed but the business has not changed and we 
have kept a very steady focus on what we are doing. So, what we are handing out just now are some 
documents that are, I know it is nice to have some data in your hands while you are listening, so 
there are just some things that I have handed out that will actually be part of the presentation and 
will help you to understand what we are trying to do at QUT. 
When I became the responsible officer, basically I became the responsible officer for 
evaluation in 2007 and then my portfolio was broadened to incorporate course quality assurance. 
There were two policy environments and they really haven’t changed even though the external 
environment to the institution has changed. I mean at that time we had a self-regulatory 
environment in the higher education sector, it wasn’t that long ago. We had the Australian 
Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) and one of the visionaries who helped us in our pathway was 
Emeritus Professor Vi McLean and she was an AUQA auditor. So part of her interest and what was 
the driving mission for the course quality approach that we took was about the student experience. 
Now with the student experience, it was every conversation that we have had, since 2007, is about 
“how will this enhance the student experience?” and we were commissioned to organise reports 
where we even knew if there was one student in a discontinued course, in, perhaps arts or perhaps a 
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humanities degree, that we would know what that student experience was until that student had 
completed the degree. So that was the level of granularity that we were charged with.  
The other think about leadership was that I have been really fortunate in that the leadership 
of Professor Suzi Vaughan who is the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Learning and Teaching), she adopted 
and continued the work of the previous DVC. There was no change in focus, there was no difference. 
Vi was from an education background and Suzi is from fashion so there were very different 
disciplinary backgrounds, but they actually stayed the course and it was really important to us that 
we were able to do this. The other person who was integral was Professor Stephen Towers as our 
Dean of Studies. So I have had a very strong and steady leadership over the past nine years which I 
think is critical if you are going to go about widespread organisational change.  
One of the things I am sure you have had terminology inconsistencies at your university. If I 
define my data in this way it will tell a better story than if you define your data in that way over 
there. So sometimes its technical terms like ‘your data is crap’, sometimes my data in my system is 
better even though you have a system over there I am going to recreate that data over here because 
gee I really like to control it because it is my data. When you actually bring about the conversation 
“and how will that enhance the student experience?” the territorial nature in the way in which we 
protect our data, should disappear over time, and this is what we’ve found. But one of things is that 
QUT has a particular history. Since 1993 QUT has looked at their courses on an annual basis When 
other universities were looking at their curriculum in a five- or seven-year cycle, QUT was looking 
annually and maybe it’s an over reporting but it made them feel comfortable. They wanted to know 
what was going on at all times.  But the report that they produced ended up being a hundred pages 
which started at the schools and went to the faculties and then was aggregated in. it was a manual 
nightmare for everyone who was doing it. So in 2008 they said we are going to stop doing it 
manually and let’s go to centralised reporting.  
Slide transition – From a quality assurance baseline 
So what happens when you go to centralised reporting is there are resistors to this focus. 
However what we were able to do was we’ve collaborated across time and I don’t know if you know 
Wayne McCullough and Daniel Mockler and previously Sam Nielsen who’s now in the Strategic 
Intelligence Unit at QUT, but we’ve worked closely for the last nine years and the idea is that they 
work on the technical side and they manage the data integrity, they do the data reporting to 
government and all of that area, but my team we do the educational outward looking. So we’re the 
people who go out to the academy and say well what’s of interest to you? What are you interested 
in looking at? What’s of value to you? And I think this is the difference I know we started at a course 
quality assurance base, however, it has always been about answering academic’s questions about 
Keynote by Dr Lyn Alderman, Thursday 26 - Friday 27 November 2015, University of Sydney, Australia 4 
what’s going on in their space? And after eight years of, and I am also tasked with working with 
underperforming courses, after working with different courses over the years every single course 
has a unique environment around it. And so standardised reporting goes so far and then you have to 
have a curriculum conversation. So it is my areas task to have the curriculum conversations and then 
to build the prototype and get all the stakeholder engagement, get them to agree to it and then 
hand the prototype over to Reporting and Analysis and that was the most efficient way we could do 
it because there had been this ‘tooing and froing’ can you do the report this way? No we don’t like it, 
do it like this. Oh no, I have just had a new idea let’s do it this way. So basically we reduced the 
nuisance work for Reporting and Analysis by having an educational team that would work with the 
academics to build the prototype with an approval point and then say right it will be stable for 12 
months. And we would have that agreement.  
The other thing we did when we went to standardised reporting is there was I don’t believe 
the data. There was I don’t like the data, well tough. There’s I don’t agree with it. Okay that’s 
different but I think it’s invalid. Then we need to follow every enquiry. So one of the things we set up 
in 2008 is every academic enquiry about the data was followed up, investigated and we went back to 
the academic with either the solution to say yes you are correct there was something wrong in 
Business Objects or this is the reason why the data is displayed in this manner. So that actually 
helped us with our organisational change. 
Slide transition – Collaborations across divisions 
So when I was invited I put down five questions. These are things that come up from time-
to-time and sometimes it is almost like you have oh, I think I have heard that one before. But it’s a 
different faculty so across the faculties and across the schools there are similar questions and that is 
what we have been trying to answer the whole time. Is if it is of interest to one discipline area, the 
question is then is it interesting to other discipline areas. And it is from that base and always how 
does this enhance the student experience. So we’ve been using multiple lines of data to improve 
student learning which is now a very big industry in learning analytics but we’ve come to it from a 
particular point and the point is standardised reports published in a particular area, in Business 
Objects, and there is one place for data for academics to go because that was a real problem before 
and that was a recommendation of a quality project that the institution invested in. So one place for 
data and the fact that we would produce reports that were useful for most of the institution. 
Sometimes the information is not as useful as you would think in every situation given that there is 
postgraduate and undergraduate contexts. So what I am going to do is go through these one by one 
and some of the data you have got with you and I will tell you when I am actually talking about that 
data. 
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Slide transition – Questions from the academy 
You can see that I am talking about this page, if you don’t have one you might want to look 
at one with others. So basically what we did we were very opportunistic. What we tried to do was 
dive deep into activities where we were welcome. So there is not much point in diving into spaces 
where you are completely unwelcome and nobody wants to know you and they are not going to do 
anything anyway because we don’t have enough resources for that. So one of the ways we started 
our work in curriculum like the demystification of curriculum through using evidence and data was 
to actually go and start having a curriculum conversation. Now this correlation analysis, whether it is 
or not that’s what it is and that’s what I call it and I think it’s really cool. The Bachelor of Justice is the 
flagship for the school and they had a caretaker head of school for five years. So there was a new 
head of school and this course was deemed the most underperforming course across time, actually 
when we went into performance modelling it was the lowest course in the institution. But what was 
going on we had no idea. So what we did was we went in and I offered the head of school the 
opportunity to start a curriculum conversation and we thought it would take 12 months but we 
actually managed to get through it in six months.   What we did was we went in to say you are a new 
head of school, you have a flagship degree, at this institution it is deemed underperforming, I think it 
had something like a 35 or 38 percent attrition rate as just one of the indicators. What would we do 
about that and what do you think the issues are? This has informed a lot of the work that we did in 
our standardised reports for the courses. So basically we went in, there was a learning and teaching 
developer from the faculty, there was my learning and teaching developer, myself. We met 
fortnightly and each month we met with the team for the curriculum. So basically we went in and we 
were trying to take the working assumptions of the academics and try and work out what was going 
on. So, the students are challenged, could be dumb, could be that the widening participation is 
reducing the preparedness of students for higher education. This might be a more political way to 
say it. All the students are going to law, all the students are going to University of Queensland, all the 
students are going. There was a reason for where the students were going. Okay, and they were 
going there was no doubt about that. But what we did over 6 months is have this long curriculum 
conversation.  
What we found was that one of the things was that administrative, and the head of school 
Kerry Carrington is very happy for me to talk about this in-depth analysis because what they are 
happy with is that they actually traded out of this position and they are in a much better position 
now. But what had happened was that because of the caretaker nature of the head of school, the 
administrative group had taken over the decision-making of academics about whether you would 
get advanced standing. They were quite academic decisions being made in a very ad hoc manner and 
so basically removing that actually improved everything immediately.  The second thing was not all 
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the students were failing and leaving. So there was a pathway to law. This group of students over 
here with a GPA of 7 and 96 credit points, they were going to law. This is a pathway to law at QUT, it 
is a known entity and one of the things that is interesting is I would like to go and investigate those 
students to say is that pathway enhancing your law pathway as you were going through justice first. 
But there were some students, and this is just anecdotal, and there were some students who 
enrolled and then didn’t do anything. In Queensland at the time there was the idea that when you 
were enrolled you got a student ID for 18 months and then off you could go and get your student 
transit card. So there was a little bit of rorting of the system which the government has cleaned up 
now.  So there are those sorts of activities and there are also there are some students who are very 
high, for example that student there and I am going ‘why didn’t that student graduate?’ and every 
academic said that is ‘so and so’ and they are not graduating – this have been an ongoing issue. So 
there are some reasons why students don’t graduate that are around standards but what this image 
did was show that it is not just that the students are academically challenged. So one of the 
outcomes of this conversation is that students going to policing, at the time there was a requirement 
of 18 months of tertiary study. So students would come in, be highly successful in the Bachelor of 
Justice and go to the academy and that was their pathway of choice. The academy was happy, the 
students were happy but it was looking poorly for the Bachelor of Justice. And that 18 month 
requirement, I don’t know if you know, but that is no longer required in Queensland you can go from 
school into the academy and that is not necessarily a positive step. But that is the environment in 
which the course is occurring that you have to take into consideration. So these students down the 
bottom, they are challenged and there are ways in which we have had a 10 year student success and 
retention project about helping students in that area. At the time, it was a really poor referral 
system so we were able to get the justice students a lot more financial help. These students here, 
there is some academic counselling that needs to occur, do they know where they are, what they’re 
doing and what’s happening. At the time the academics said that the advanced standing pathway 
from vocational education to justice was not working well and that it needed to be looked at. It was 
actually the opposite, the most successful pathway was the advanced standing and they reduced the 
credit, without evidence. The poorest outcome was actually straight from school. 
So in doing this in-depth analysis we realised that there may be other courses across the 
institution that if you looked at the grade point average on exit and the credit points that they have 
achieved then you can see, are they academically challenged? Are they using this as a pathway to 
somewhere else? The courses are used as pathways and there is no doubt about that. What we 
were trying to do was say that it is great to have working assumptions as long as they are backed up 
by evidence. This type of activity, although it took 6 months the first time, it actually informed our 
standardised reporting.  
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Any questions? Just to ask about the timeline for the data that you are collecting, is it during 
the semester or is it after the semester because it has consequences about the time of the year. 
Answer:  exactly. At this point in time we were looking historically back because we were 
trying to build a picture over time of what’s gone on, particularly for the new head of school. So it 
was an endeavour in succession planning and introducing them into the area. Basically our reports 
would be five years historical data and the building data at the time. But I will show you later that 
the unit reports are more live and updated weekly whereas the course reports, like for the Bachelor 
of Business, would be historic and looking back. But we have tried to address that. There is no doubt 
though that the data is drawn from the data warehouse and in the student system this is live, actual 
and happening and what’s in your data warehouse is happened. So that is the nature of the beast 
but you need both is what I would suggest. 
Any other questions at that point? No?  
So we actually gave them measures of outcome. We said as a group that there will be three 
measures of outcome and that there would be a short-term, mid-term and long-term outcome. I am 
proud to say that that actually happened. They traded out of that position. They reduced their 
attrition, increased their income by 40 percent with millions more dollars being kept at the 
university, increased their staffing and increased the reputation of the university and for justice in 
itself. So that was a really successful investment in time and some would say that you are always 
underperforming. Well that’s just not the case. It is about attention to a range of things that are 
occurring in your environment and justice does not have an external regulatory and it suffers as the 
students are not very clear about where they will go in the justice environment so it is not like when 
I talk about accounting. Everyone knows there is a clear profile and a clear pathway and justice just 
does not have necessarily. So it is quite difficult for them. 
Slide transition – Q1 
This is the Bachelor of Business (Accountancy) which is one of the highest performing 
undergraduate courses at QUT. When I first came into this space, people talked about good and bad 
attrition. It was sort of a weird thing to me to say there is good and bad attrition. What they mean is 
that the good attrition is that there is movement in the faculty, so we are keeping the students in 
that area. But movement is movement and it is challenging to map. So what we have here is, we 
have courses and what this is saying that the students are coming from courses and the different 
pathways. This one, the ZZZ means that those students have not chosen a major. So we have a 
course report so that the administrators can chase every student up and get them into a major 
because what’s happened is that’s just movement from the major into this particular course which is 
accountancy. But you can see there is movement across and we have students who are coming in 
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and coming out. What’s interesting is what you want to know is where those pathways are or where 
science might be a pathway to pharmacy. Once you know that it is better to deal with it but this type 
of movement, some of the academics believe, and I heard this recently, we get students from 
somewhere else. Like every student who comes into this degree is from somewhere else in the 
university and when you look at the report it is just not substantiated by the data. But that is the 
working assumption that they build up over time. So it’s just about having that assumption that if 
that’s what you think and the data is not saying that, how would you go about working on a new 
working assumption and work with your colleagues to see what is happening in front of you. so that 
was of particular interest because when it comes to attrition there was a way of dismissing attrition 
because we keep them in the university so it’s not a problem. But when they move from broad fields 
of education you know they count as attrition anyway so it is a negative indicator for the reputation 
of the university. So movement is fine but attrition across broad fields of education is still hurting 
your reputation. 
Slide transition – Q2 
So just in answering your question before, do students who leave a unit, do they enrol in 
full-time, part-time or leave. They wanted to know what was going on with the students at unit 
coordinator level. Although at another institution that I was unit coordinators were advised when 
students left their unit, at this institution the unit coordinators had no idea about movement. So 
unless you were drawing down a list from the LMS on a weekly basis you wouldn’t know what was 
going on because in the student system if you unenrol in a unit, you just move, you go from enrolled 
to planned and it doesn’t look like you have had this big churn. So in our Individual Unit Report that 
builds daily and at the end of each week it looks at whether the students are still enrolled in the unit 
and looks at this week to last week. Each week there is an extract and this actually has created a new 
dataset in the data warehouse because this information here about movement of students, what 
their enrolment is, it is a snapshot in time and it actually creates this dataset. I am not sure all the 
unit coordinators use it but I certainly do.  
I have just recently worked with a degree, and I won’t say who it is, but in that degree there 
is an ongoing attrition issue. So what we looked at is I looked at a core unit delivered in semester 1 
and semester 2 in 2015 and I followed every student because the student number is there and 
available to me. So I looked up every student who had actually withdrawn from this unit in this 
calendar year and followed the student to see what they had done. One student had withdrawn for 
the fourth time from that unit and had planned to do it again next year. So that student was having 
difficulties. What I found is that this degree had about 15 students who had three or four course 
withdrawals on their profile before they were actually at this course. I don’t know how we manage 
that where they already have four attrition counts before they came to this degree and the other 
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thing that was happening was you can see that it says ‘No longer at QUT’. Now that means that on 
that calendar date the student had no enrolment load at all. I was looking to see if this degree, and it 
was the nursing degree as shown, where are these students now. This was a core unit first year and 
of the 403 students, who arrived at the university this year, 101 have left the building, they are no 
longer at QUT. Of the other 301, another 100 have withdrawn from this unit over those two 
semesters. So they were out of progression step, they were out of step with their cohort. Another 84 
had failed the unit. Any mathematicians you can work out how many are left. There were a number 
of students left who have progressed. My question is first of all I was looking at the student system 
because this is lag data, what has happened on that day but I used that to find out what was 
happening to the students. My question to the academic group was what academic advice are you 
providing to those students who are out of step because you have about 25 percent who have 
progressed and can do full-time. So this is live, it is actually happening at the time. So the academics’ 
thought if the students dropped my unit they can pick up another unit. Well this information tells 
them whether they are keeping load, dropping load or leaving the institution and it was much more 
informative for the academics at the time. 
Any questions? Okay. 
Slide transition – Q3 
When we talk about the students and how they are progressing. I don’t know if you have 
noticed but students are not progressing full-time. I don’t know if you have paid any attention. 
When I was in Canada last year they were talking about exactly the same things. Students are taking 
longer to do it. Well that’s okay, except if you have a linear course design. If you have a linear course 
design and students take it in a random part-time fashion then you have the student consumption of 
load working against your curriculum design. And how is that for the students, how is that for their 
learning experience. In health at our university all courses are full-time and the majority of students 
are taking it in a less than full-time mode. So how are we coping with that. I mean one of the things 
that we are looking at here is we are trying to demonstrate to the university at course level, that the 
students are taking less units over time and this is actually the Bachelor of Business (Accounting) 
data. So the students are taking less units and in business I don’t think it is a real issue but how is 
that going in health in biomedical sciences and radiography. How are they working with that and 
what academic counselling is being offered to the students to ensure that they are not working 
against the design of the curriculum.  
So the indicative course revenue. This is my favourite. I don’t know if you know that 
universities are really interested in research dollars. I don’t know if you have heard, funny thing that. 
At QUT I think last year there was $630 million indicative revenue that is what the students are 
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paying through whichever means. That is not the load that comes in it is not the grants or whatever 
comes in, but when you compare this to research this is big business. And what we do if you have a 
course where you have one student, and it’s active, you have got to ask what is the point? You have 
a major in a degree with one student in it. Even if you say to me, that an academic may say that 
we’re not creating any new units, they are using the units that are there. There is no problem. Well 
there is an organisational workload associated with that. And how is that student’s experience? Do 
they feel slightly isolated not perhaps having a cohort around them? And so the idea of the 
indicative course revenue which has nothing to do with the finance of the cost of the delivery, it has 
nothing to do with that. It is to bring attention to where it is of major concern. So Bachelor of Justice 
went from $3 million to $6 million in two years. So that is a real difference you can make in 
addressing things of concern and as I said, some of it was administrative where the roles had been 
blurred over time.  
Any questions? 
Slide transition - Q4 Course Analytic Profile 
So this is the way in which we attempt to get across the historic versus the live. We show 
five years of data. Now when we started with our standardised reports and we have got individual 
unit reports, course analytic profiles which is five-year historic now – it used to be annual. We have a 
consolidate courses performance report which looks at the institutional data and you have got an 
extract of that consolidated courses performance report in that faculty of business and that is their 
real data and that is the data I pulled this week. So it was live this week. And what we would say it 
we can actually go to accreditation with any degree or faculty or the institution at any point in time. 
There is no need for us to go looking for data and you will see that the yellow lines on this are the 
performance model that we are applying, that we are interested in. In the course analytic profile for 
the academics we have five years and we have one year building. So they can see how it is going 
because there is always that ‘oh yeah but this year is different’. Okay, let’s just track that. The other 
thing that you will see on the bachelor of business faculty profile is that we have predictive, two-
years predictive performance. So are there any mathematicians here? One, okay. Only one. Two? If 
you are going to do predictive modelling, always go and have it checked by your mathematicians and 
have their approval and have it on your documentation somewhere. Because it really stops those 
conversations about, well how did you work that out? But what we are trying to do is say, academic 
staff quite rightly when you look at five years and they have done an intervention, if you are not 
looking forward you are not predicting where perhaps the intervention might actually have some 
direct impact. So the idea of seven years means that if you are one or two years into an intervention 
there should be some indicators of lift at the end. So that made the academics feel more comforted 
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that we would just not looking behind us, that we actually had some forethought that we would 
actually look a little bit in front of us.  
Anything to do with the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) you will know 
that they are interested in cohort tracking. You will know that the cohorts within your university, 
how are they going? So we look at a whole range and it is really interesting because when you start 
to look at something like internal and external, and we are not a big deliverer of external as a 
university, so what is external? Because sometimes students might be enrolled in internal but they 
go external on their units which is a really weird thing that we have. But when you publish this data 
you actually find out if the data is real or not and you start to think well are our definitions and the 
way in which we collect data, is that actually valid? And from time-to-time you really have to 
question the way you collect it, the way you represent it, what you call it. I know those are really 
long titles, but we have to have all of that information in otherwise one line taken out of context is 
confusing for our audience.  
The other thing that we have learnt over time is that when we first introduced standardised 
reporting, Business Objects you can update the dataset every day, every minute, every hour. 
Whatever you like. But that confused our audience something shocking. They really had a hard time 
when the datasets were moving so we started off the first year with moving datasets and then the 
second year we moved to static datasets. And the data was protected to those who were allowed to 
see it, so only course coordinators. So now everyone across the institution can see these reports 
because who has the resources to manage the access, that is very difficult. So we got rid of all of that 
after a couple of years so anybody from security to the Vice-Chancellor to the academic staff and 
sessional staff. Everyone can see this data and it is freely available so these are the things we have 
learnt across time. 
When we do the course analytic profile the other thing is to publish that you know is not 
sound. I don’t know if everybody has, but the external regulator would like to have the highest 
qualifications of the teaching staff. So we publish that in the course analytic profile and it is like 40 
pages of every academic attached to any unit that the students do in this degree. And it is huge. But 
a lot of it says ‘undefined’.  I don’t know if your sessional staff have all of their qualifications in your 
system but ours certainly don’t. But sometimes you have to publish data and they go why are you 
publishing this data. Well it is actually to remind you that it is not complete one, it is an external 
requirement two and don’t you think we should work on it when we have an external review coming 
in 2018? So sometimes publishing the data is not necessarily welcome, but it is important. 
Slide transition – Performance Model 
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So this is our performance model and you will see it on the small A4 piece of paper, and this 
is our performance model in 2014 and 2015. We haven’t changed it and what we have done in the 
performance model is when we first started standardised reporting and I have to admit not 
everyone welcomed standardised reporting, except those who had to do the manual reporting who 
got to get rid of that job. They were very happy but not everyone else wanted standardised 
reporting and I heard someone say to me the other day ‘why have you got somebody’s name as the 
course coordinator and how come that information is public?’ Well it has been public since 2008 I 
think, so it is good that you have found it. (Sorry I shouldn’t be facetious.)  
But with the performance model, the way we were able to bring in a performance model is 
that there was always a performance model. There was a previous performance model. It is not new. 
So we brought in a new style of standardised reporting and we kept the old performance model that 
everybody knew. So that there was one change, one we went to standardised reporting and it gave 
us 12 months for everybody to investigate the data to say whether it was right, wrong or just don’t 
like the picture. But what we did was when we brought out the performance model, previously there 
had only been red flags for key performance indicators. But we actually wanted to celebrate high 
performing. Now when we started this, high performing was actually you are really low risk because 
it was a risk based model when we were under the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA). 
So when we were under there, it was a risk based model because that was what was required from 
the external regulator. So what we found was that we looked at the key performance indicators at 
the university, the government’s key performance indicators like progress, students should progress 
80 percent. There is an expectation that they would progress 80 percent and there were internal 
ones as well. And the underperforming and high performing were courses, someone asked could we 
be the blue course, we don’t want to be the red course. So it is a traffic light model but the neutral is 
white because we got sick of the yellow. It was just visually overwhelming so just wiped out yellow 
and made it neutral. But underperforming, you have to say it is an underperforming course that is 
flagging as underperforming. This does not necessarily mean that the course coordinator is 
underperforming nor the course team that is actually delivering it. So what we tried to do was bring 
in a performance model with the agreement that we would review the model every year. So you 
only had to agree to it for this year and we would look at it and we would change it and if there was 
no need for change well we wouldn’t bother. As you know in our higher education environment 
there is always a requirement for change so we have changed this most years so at the moment we 
are waiting for, I am not sure what we are waiting for, maybe fee deregulation? There wasn’t a real 
impetus for change this year but next year there definitely is.  
I will go through the performance indicators just to show that the reason we had primary 
measures and secondary measures, academic staff were really concerned that the course experience 
Keynote by Dr Lyn Alderman, Thursday 26 - Friday 27 November 2015, University of Sydney, Australia 13 
questionnaire survey just generally had too much emphasis so can we actually down grade it. The 
idea is that we split some of the indicators between primary, which is a +1 -1. I don’t want to jump 
around too much but if I go up to the -2 and +2, the way we worked it out was we tried to look at 
how many courses, if you have 500 odd courses, how many courses were in the underperforming 
and how many, because the information was if you were underperforming my team would come 
and help you, how many could we actually deal with? Because if they are deemed underperforming 
what are you going to do to support them to move into the neutral or performing area and initially it 
was really about the resource allocation that we had available to us. So the -2 +2 it seemed to be 
predominately most of the courses are in the neutral but really Bachelor of Business (Accounting) 
has been a performing or high performing course. There is no doubt about that it has a very strong 
trajectory and a strong profile with triple external accreditation and then something like human 
movement studies where the profile is not as strong and people don’t necessarily know where they 
are going and you think it is not a highly mathematical course, surprise it is. If you don’t understand 
biomechanics it is really difficult to do human movement studies. So they would be at the extremes. 
We have kept the -2 +2 and we have not changed that performance outcome at all but we 
have changed the performance measures. So for example, performance measure one that is a 
TEQSA requirement, if there is a dramatic movement in course numbers in the positive or negative, 
what are you doing about it, what’s happening, what does the environment say? So for example, 
midwifery a dramatic movement in the environment is that a postgraduate course has moved to 
undergraduate. So when do you make your decision to go that way when the whole sector or 
internationally is moving and a dramatic change flag is probably an indicator that there is movement 
in the external environment.  
So PM2 is a national aspiration so we try to bring it to everyone’s’ attention. PM3 is the Vice-
Chancellor’s favourite, he likes to know the first preferences to offers ratio. This is not necessarily 
viable for every course but what we try to do for the performance model is if there is dataset that is 
for 80 percent of the courses then we will bring it in to the model. We will try to bring in all datasets 
that are reasonable but as you will see on the document some of the measures are for postgraduate 
and some are for undergraduate and we have had to split those. Predominantly it works well. 
So our insight satisfaction for example is our survey at the end and we have always had this 
below 3 or greater than 4 (on a Likert scale of 5) that indicator has been there since 2007 since we 
went online. So the things we try not to change. There is one, PM8 which is course conversion rate. I 
made that up so that’s okay. I made that up and I confused our council this year and that is a 
problem. They think it shouldn’t be there because they couldn’t understand it but that means I 
haven’t explained it correctly, is my thinking. Course conversion rate and out principal advisory to 
the Vice-Chancellor thinks it’s fantastic. Lawrence Stedman was looking at datasets to see how the 
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students were progressing in a full-time manner and he it is just all over the place. Students in 
different degrees, it was just a mess. So what the course conversion rate is, it is how many students 
have enrolled in your course this year (your commencing students) and how many have graduated. 
It should be 100 percent if have a course that has been around for a while and you have a strong 
demand. If it is 100 percent, and accountancy are very close to that as they have 400 students come 
in the door and 400 graduates each year. That is a strong pipeline. That means that you have a really 
sound course and things are working well. Now we have a range from a 22 percent conversation rate 
(200 come in the door and 40 or something graduate – whoops) to close to 100 percent and the 
university average I can’t tell you off hand but the bachelor of business average is 67 percent. So this 
is about our students are behaving in strange ways, in different ways and can we bring it to your 
attention, to the academics’ attention. It is not about these are not the most qualified people that 
you will have at the end, that we make sure you have the best qualified students at the end. Okay 
but what about the student experience for the others, you know if you have a student conversion 
rate of 22 percent. What about the others? How are they feeling about their experience? And how 
are we managing, where is our pastoral care, what are we doing? These things are to bring to the 
attention of the executive and to bring to the attention of the academics at course level that these 
things are important, these things are what we are interested in looking at. Not just paying attention 
to and not just sorting out, but they are of value. They are of value to the students and they are of 
value to the institution and they are of value to the nation. So the course experience questionnaire is 
gone, finishing. There will be something else coming along. But what we have to do is okay what do 
we need in the interim, what are we looking for. So that survey data has gone. I think one of the 
things about a performance model is it is a bit like if you put a copyright sign on something. You only 
put copyrights on something, if you are not going to pursue copyright to the legal ends to justify and 
substantiate that it is your copyright, then don’t bother putting it on. So if you are not going to 
pursue, a performance model for us – if you are high performing, well done. I haven’t got any 
resources to apply what we do is put the resources to the underperforming because we really do 
value what you are doing. And it is not to say that you must close this course. That is not what it is 
about. Opening a new course it has an approval pathway. Closing a course is a faculty decision. This 
is not taking decision-making away from the faculty, this is trying to help them inform their decision-
making. So for example when I talked about midwifery, they had it closed with no further 
enrolments in a six-month timeframe and they taught it out within 18 months. So that is really an 
effective and efficient way to be dealing with your courseware. So we could show in our reports that 
across time in our course analytic profile a review of how many universities had been delivering that 
course and you could see over previous years it had gone from 20 to 15 to ten to five. Then you go 
right, we need to make some decisions. The sector is moving in a different way how are we going to 
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address that in the health area. Informing your decisions there are things that you need to say are 
important to bring to everyone’s attention.  
So there is one performance measure here that is PM4 student staff ration, it is approved by 
council. Wayne McCullough and I are having an earnest discussion about whether this should come 
in as a performance measure or not. It is really that the data is really bad, like it looks poor because 
our university prides ourselves on our real world learning and so we have a lot of sessionals we have 
a lot of industry participation. But the idea is that it is something that the external regulator is 
interested in. what you have to do is ‘the data is the data’. The data is in the report and at the 
moment it’s not in the performance model but there is a place holder there as I am still pushing that 
argument. If our intent as a university is to continue to push that then we have to have a narrative 
around why that, and perhaps we need to work out what the underperforming and high performing 
should look like at our institution. This is part of our unique difference and if it is part of our unique 
difference then shouldn’t we be celebrating it? It is one of those difficult challenges as to if it is going 
to cause anxiety which is not necessarily of benefit or is it going to progress your conversations at 
your university.  So it is still there, it is a place holder and we have to review the performance model 
next year as the CEQ and the GDS are gone, so what will we use? 
This is how it looks for Bachelor of Business (Accountancy) and you can see over time that 
they have performed really well. Now there is an error on this, can anybody find it? So there is an 
error there. So if they have a score of 450 and the scale is -10 to +10, slight problem. So when I did 
this I kept it in and just sent an email to Daniel and said ‘oops, something is wrong here’. So there 
was a job that ran late on the weekend and that impacted on it. Five minutes after I have brought it 
to their attention it is republished and it is done. I think that’s where you have to go, people don’t 
say of my goodness your data is so bad, oh okay there is some connection missing here you might 
want to republish what’s going on. And chances are it’s only me looking at this time of the year, but 
that’s what it looks like for a course. We have it at the course level Bachelor of Business and at the 
major level Bachelor of Business (Accountancy) as well trying to support different types of 
accreditation as well.  
Slide transition – Publishing along the way 
We try to publish along the way. I think it is really important to get it out there so people can 
poke sticks at you and say you are wrong, or you are right or have you thought of this. So that is a 
really important thing to do. We need to republish again. We are so busy doing at the moment I 
need to publish again.  
Slide transition – Acknowledgement of impact 
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We did get an award last year where they said because we had 69 systems taking hundreds 
of lines of data in and we made it a very simple outcome and we made it easy for academics to use 
that that was recognised. That the way in which we used Business Objects and we had over 111,000 
reports downloaded in the calendar year. Now we push the reports out to the academics. We 
publish them into a PDF format and email to everyone so that survey reports get pushed to unit 
coordinators so not getting people into the system but making it easier still.  That has worked. 
Slide transition – 2016 where to from here? 
So, where to from here? If things change we have to change with it, we have to be 
responsive. What we are trying to do is, do we understand the learning experience of our students? 
We didn’t call it learning analytics when we started but, learning and using data to inform curriculum 
conversations is what we have been doing over the last nine years. So I can give everything out 
because we are about to do a new model, we are going to revamp our reports so you can whatever 
you like because it will be redone. We have to reconceptualise the standardisation because 
sometimes it is not necessarily working, do you have everything in there or do you have separate 
reports? Those things happen over time and you need to go with it but from our perspective every 
year the institution looks at the consolidated courses performance report, they look at each faculty 
outcome, they look at the high performing, underperforming, new courses, and look at everything 
every year and they know exactly whether they stand when it comes to the student experience. 
Slide transition – Thank you any questions? 
Thank you. 
Question – Just a quick comment, I really liked the part of your talk where you talked about 
an ethos of relative openness of access to the data across the institution and the point I would like to 
make is that at several other talks that I have been at, and my own experience in my institution, is 
the more people have access to more timely data, the more clever people you have got identifying 
problems and get into a situation where they can act on them. 
Answer – Absolutely. So the data custodian at the ground level is the only person who can 
truly validate the data. I can’t look at justice’s attrition and say what’s going on. And maybe I didn’t 
mention it, I can’t make a judgement about what going on from the centre. I can only say that in 
comparison to others, there is an area of concern, but the custodians are the only ones who can 
validate the data. Absolutely. 
Question – Thank you again and if I may offer another comment. In the business 
environment there is lots of talk about a huge divide between data scientists and domain experts 
who are actually supposed to make sense of data. And in your example I am really impressed 
Keynote by Dr Lyn Alderman, Thursday 26 - Friday 27 November 2015, University of Sydney, Australia 17 
because you have educational qualifications and a very deep understanding of teaching and learning 
and I think there is an underlying lesson there that you didn’t mention explicitly but it is very 
important to keep in mind that statisticians and data scientists are fantastic in what they are doing 
but sometimes they may not have a very deep understanding of the educational context. Therefore 
it is important to have teams if you cannot find another Lyn who has both areas combined in one 
person. But I think this is what business is finding as well, they are saying they need to have teams of 
people who understand organisational contexts, who understand domain and who also understand 
statistics and it may not be the same person but hopefully these people will need to work happily 
together.  
Answer – And with respect. I think that sometimes the thing that is missing. Just because 
you are the data custodian at the ground level doesn’t mean you should not respect the other 
qualifications and expertise that people can bring to you. I remember one thing really early that was 
really silly, I know, but in Business Objects we had a filter that said ‘postgraduate’ and the opposite 
was ‘not postgraduate’. Okay, I tell you if you want to annoy an academic – do that. Because they 
look at it and they go – that’s it. They walk away and say that they have no understanding of 
education. It is technically correct but educationally incorrect and so that offended many people. So 
when I go back to the Business Objects guys and say, you really should pay attention to this. Huh! 
But it is correct. Yes it is correct but it is not respectful of the people that you are working with and 
we want them to be there so that is really important. Yes it is. 
Question – just relating to that comment. How do you reconcile different levels of difficulty 
for courses? It may not be appropriate for a chemistry class to have a 100 percent completion 
compared to accounting. 
Answer – Why not? Educationally why not? Why shouldn’t every student be successful? 
Response – the accounting course may be set more easily.  
Answer – Okay, that’s a good one. Australian qualifications standards work against that. I 
can understand that the students in chemistry may not have the maths preparedness coming into 
the university. This is a national problem. But we should set up our environment so every student 
can be successful. Widening participation, inclusivity, every student should be successful. It is not 
that accounting is easier, accounting really attracts people with a clear understanding of it. So it may 
be that their learning style is suited to accounting. Whereas in chemistry, students might be there 
because they love the subject topic area and they are not necessarily prepared. But if we have 
appropriate learning support in that area and appropriate tutoring support, they should have the 
opportunity to be successful. But I would not compare accounting to chemistry, basically you should 
be looking iteratively at chemistry to see what is going on there and the disciplinary comparisons are 
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really far apart. So I would be comparing chemistry in one university to chemistry in another 
university rather than across disciplines. Does that help? Sorry, don’t go to an accountancy 
conference.  
Question – Do you see any reason, from the work that you have done, why universities 
across Australia might not adopt a common metric of this sort? Have you been having conversations 
with your opposite numbers as to whether we could compare chemistry across universities. 
Answer – Absolutely, benchmarking is one thing that we want to do. Benchmarking is 
difficult. You can benchmark on the government dataset and that’s one form of benchmarking that 
is available to you. The other way we benchmark is through review, self-study self-review. So if you 
have a panel, I don’t know if you have been on a panel where you get experts from different 
universities looking at your course, that’s another expert peer review that you would have and you 
would always invite experts from other chemistry areas. That is an evaluation activity. When it 
comes to a performance model just for chemistry, you would be struggling to find the datasets 
particular to the discipline area in that space. I would compare the curriculum, that is standard. I 
would compare the outcomes. Would you compare the teaching staff, that would be a bit 
challenging?  
Response – I didn’t see any metrics up there that were particular to QUT.  
Answer – No. Anybody can use that model. Can we use it across institutions? The conversion 
one would be lovely, I bet the University of Melbourne would go really well with that one. I don’t 
think it is rocket science, I think it is about the cultural difference. What we have achieved is a 
culture where evidence is welcome, that evidence is shared and valued and that the student 
experience is at the heart of it. I have been at other institutions where it may be about protecting 
academic freedom and academic integrity, well as long as that works for the student experience well 
then it is great. Though for us, those are reflective of our culture of what we think is valuable and 
what we are trying to change. So the course conversion rate is about changing people’s opinions on 
whether it is important for all students to be successful or not. So it is about change and it has 
changed over time. I don’t know if that answers it. 
Question – When I looked at the learning analytics space divided up into four areas. The 
learning analytics, using online information, institutional analytics, and the personalisation learner 
analytics, this system analytics is very interesting and I don’t quite think we have a handle here 
where we could use similar performance models across institutions to try to bring about systemic 
improvement and change for the higher education industry itself. I think, correct me if I am wrong, 
but I think they decided to do that in the states in quite a big way in the school systems in the 
individual states. I think that is something that could benefit the sector as such rather than being a 
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comparative, competitive type situation. I guess we would all have to put our heads together to 
think about what we are aiming for in terms of setting out performance indicators and metrics in 
terms of system change and system improvement. 
Answer – The other thing we are playing with is academic analytics. How can we provide a 
range of valid datasets around academics and the work that they do. That’s something that we have 
had a prototype for quite some time. So that is the missing bit. If you look at the courses, you look at 
the research but you don’t look at the learning and teaching space and that’s an interesting space to 
be in. just as an anecdote, I have been observing an academic with lectures and tutorials. So 
50 hours of observation and I have more feedback around the curriculum than I have around the 
teaching space. In this particular case, the curriculum is not supportive of the student learning. If we 
look at the way students are learning and the way student are doing things, then you look at the 
curriculum and then if you sit in the class room you can see the ways in which we sometimes design 
things that work against the learning styles of the students. I think we are in a really changing space 
there as well. I think it is really open. The more information we have the more ways we can 
interrogate things, the more informed we may be about the way forward. 
Question – Hi, thanks for your presentation. I am in a position where I have been working 
with colleagues in the benchmarking space particularly around surveys. Coming back to Simon’s 
question about whether we could mobilise the sector to take a sectorial approach to using an 
evidence-based approach similar to what you have used within your university. The constraint I 
would probably sum up in one word – politics.  
Answer – We are very happy for you to adopt our model as long as it works in QUT’s favour. 
Otherwise, don’t use it. I think one of the things that learning analytics has done is bring everyone 
together. I think one of the things that has come out of ALTC is that everyone is comfortable to share 
with others. I think that is a really good space to be in. 
Question – I noticed that in the scatter plot with the quadrants looking at the advanced 
standing versus GPA. I was wondering whether and to what extent you may have done correlations 
involving demographic data or other factors of courses such as things like core units of study versus 
electives.  
Answer – This is where sometimes your systems don’t necessarily work in your favour. All of 
our reports include the electives because in our system it is hard to define what is core or elective. 
So that is one of the failure points is that it is all in together. The other thing is we have done 
correlation with student feedback. For example there is no correlation between student satisfaction, 
in our previous system of five years of data, and grade outcome. So it is not the old myth that 
students who are performing poorly give poor feedback. This just wasn’t correct. It depends where 
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the questions come from. I would love to do all of that analysis again on our new system as we have 
just got three years of data but it is about time. That demographic outcome like do students with an 
advanced standing pathway are they successful across the whole institution? Or international 
college students as they come through, we should profile those students for their impact on the 
institution. These are things we need to do but I just don’t have the time.   
